GEOGRAPHY 450 / THE MAKING OF THE MODERN WORLD: RATIONALE FOR GEC STATUS

The Model Curriculum
Understanding how we got to be where we are today, the rise of modernity, should arguably be central objectives of a general university education. The course proposed here – ‘Geographies of Modernization: The Making of the Modern World’ – comes at these issues from a distinctive and fresh viewpoint: that of contemporary geography. In short, modernity has its geographies and those geographies have a history. This is a history that goes back to the 16th century.

The Model Curriculum argues for ‘the development of a refined historical consciousness’; this proposed GEC offering provides a geographical angle on this – ‘a refined historico-geographical consciousness’. This means attention to the geographic differentiation of the world as we know it today; the transformation of nature through, among other things, the spread of cultivars and diseases; processes of urbanization; diaspora and cultural hybridization; colonialism; and the, still ongoing, creation of global interdependence. In this course these are approached through an examination of processes which, again, any educated person should be aware of: the development of capitalism, the rise of the modern state system and of abstract thought and the various contradictions that they have entailed and which have been important to their further development. 

The approach taken is emphatically critical: the rise of abstract thought is counterposed to the continuing relevance of more indigenous, local knowledges; Western triumphalism is eschewed by a critique of Eurocentricity; oversimplified notions of globalization, of cultural homogenization, of the contemporaneity of the process are subject to critical examination. 

More specifically:

· Quoting from the Model Curriculum: “General education must bear responsibility, but by no means all of the responsibility, for developing a sensitivity to social concerns and, in particular, for fostering sensitivity to race, ethnocentric, and gender biases; it should enhance a student’s awareness of, and respect and appreciation for, the physical and cultural diversity of individuals within society and of societies within the larger world community.” The course engages with issues of difference including those of race, nation, colonialism and culture more generally (see Modules 1, 4, 5, 8, 10 in the accompanying syllabus; they can be easily accessed through the Geography website at www.geography.ohio-state.edu; proceed to my webpage and then follow the links for Geography 450). It does this through an emphasis on ideas of social construction, demonstrating that difference is through-and-through social rather than a matter of birth; that difference is socially produced.

· In turn the emphasis on social construction segués into an enhanced awareness for the student of the way in which knowledge in the form of particular concepts, is embedded in social practice. This also applies to more formal modes of knowledge construction, as is made clear in Module 7 on Consciousness and the Rise of Abstract Thought. This accords with the specification of the Model Curriculum that “General education should introduce students to contemporary knowledge and also give them a sense of the historical context in which it arose.” 

· Rather than inter-disciplinary, the course has strong trans-disciplinary aspects. While it is a geographer’s view of the making of the modern world, its approach to understanding is emphatically both historical and holistic. In particular, it emphasizes the way in which the cultural, the political, the engagement with nature are structured by the limiting and facilitating characteristics of a particular way of organizing production. This historical emphasis is what makes the course particularly appropriate for the Arts and Humanities / Part A. Historical Survey section of the GEC.

· As is appropriate to a course with the title ‘The Making of the Modern World’, there is an emphasis on global relations that takes the student well beyond North America or Western Europe, for that matter. There is, inter alia, discussion of the diffusion of cultural forms, of people and the settling of the so-called New Europes; of the debate around Eurocentric understandings of the making of the modern world and theories about how the making of the West was on the backs of other parts of the world such as China; the formation of the world market; trans-state forms of organization; and of the globalization of culture (see any of the Modules in the syllabus below). 

In the Model Curriculum and under ‘Social Science Learning Objectives’ it states as goals: “To appreciate the contemporary world from an understanding of the past and to make cross-cultural and cross-temporal comparisons” and “To develop a sense of the world’s social, political, economic and cultural diversity, with special attention to the institutions of the United States and other nations as well as to international perspectives.” In our view ‘Geographies of Modernity: The Making of the Modern World’ will not only provide an approach to realizing these goals, but a fresh, critical and exciting one.

GEC Guidelines

The proposal is that this course be offered as a GEC course under Social Science / Part B. Organizations and Polities; and to be cross-listed with Diversity Experiences Part B. International Issues; and under the Arts and Humanities / Part A. Historical Survey section of the GEC. With respect to Social Science / Part B the course addresses key questions in social science around the topic Organizations and Polities, these include:

· The broad issue of the social construction of the world. This is addressed through concrete examples like race, state and nation formation. 

· Questions of the diffusion of people and ideas around the world and their impacts on indigenous societies, particularly how this sheds light on diaspora, cultural hybridity, cultural hegemony and eurocentricity.

· The way in which space enters into the construction of societies with particular reference to the long history of globalization.

· The rise of capitalism and its implications for the state and for the diffusion of the nation state around the world.

· The rise of the European empires

· Globalization and its implications for the nation state

As far as method is concerned, the approach to social questions adopted in the course is one of social constructionism. Throughout the emphasis is on the conditions that had to be in place for certain social changes and innovations to occur. Human creativity in the context of a generalized conception of the labor process is therefore emphasized. At the same time, the pluralism licensed by mainstream social science is vigorously rejected in favor of an approach that emphasizes the necessary – as opposed to contingent – connections between the economic, the social, the cultural and the geographic. 

This is allied to a viewpoint that emphasizes the geographic foundations of social life, and how place and space make a difference. Social relations get stretched over space in virtue of the imperatives of the underlying mode of economic organization. At the same time, people, firms, state agencies, have commitments to particular places which can be challenged by that stretching and by the creation of new geographic divisions of labor.

As for listing the course under Diversity Experiences, Section B. International Issues, Non-Western or Global: The course is specifically concerned with issues of European expansion around the world and what that has entailed for the formation of races and nations. It focuses on questions of geographically uneven development in the world and the development of Europe alongside what we have come to know as the developing world. Issues of imperialism in all its dimensions – economic, political and cultural – are addressed. There is particular emphasis on the effects of European influence on Latin America and Africa.

Assessment
My course represents a particular slant on the emphases of the general learning objectives for the GEC Social Science category; on questions of behavior, context, outcomes, methods, difference, etc. As far as an understanding of society and social action is concerned, I emphasize the centrality of capitalist development and the crucial role it has played in the creation of the modern world; as for methods, I place the accent on ideas of the social construction of categories and structures, and on the twin notions of necessity and contingency in social life.

What I propose for purposes of assessing the degree to which the learning objectives are accomplished is to provide a text as a question in the final examination. Students will then be asked to identify particular statements in the text as exemplifying ideas of (e.g.) social construction, necessary conditions, social differentiation, etc. An example follows:

&&&&&&

Please read the following statement carefully. Then answer the following questions drawing on it:

1. Numerous social categories that we use in describing people are used in the text. Identify four of them.

2. One of the goals of the course has been to increase your awareness of the idea of the social construction of categories and institutions. Identify two statements that make reference to this idea of social construction. Note that the term ‘social construction’ itself, is not used.

3. The diversity of the world is continually in a process of formation. More global processes interact with the specificities of place to give them new characteristics. Identify two of the global processes referred to in the text, which have these locally formative effects.

4. A major theme in the course has been the relationship between necessity and contingency: how certain aspects of social life are necessitated by others and how other aspects are possible but not necessary. Give two examples from the text to illustrate the idea of social processes that are necessary but how their particular expression cannot be anticipated.

5. In understanding social action, we necessarily make reference to its conditions. These conditions are both limiting and empowering. Identify a statement or statements in the text that illustrate this idea.

6. In understanding any social action we have to take account of people’s agency, their ability to change things, albeit not under conditions of their own choosing. So:

6.1 Identify a statement below that is only meaningful if we allow people the attribute of agency.

6.2 Identify a statement that makes clear that people do not act ‘under conditions of their own choosing.’ 

THE TEXT:

“In this course, the focus has been on describing and understanding the making of the modern world. Major emphasis has been placed on the role of capitalist institutions and the subsequent changes in technology, production, institutions, and culture that they entailed. Through the pressures of the market, capitalism provides incentives for the development of new techniques and for institutional change. At the same time it liberates people; it gives the vast majority of the population rights to their own labor power, at the same time as the capitalist is free to deploy her money to whatever productive purposes she sees fit. Of course we will never be able to predict the precise form of these changes; that depends on circumstances of time and place. But so long as capitalist production relations are present, then we can reasonably expect (e.g.) production to become more socialized, and the productivity of workers to increase. 

One of the important ways in which worker productivity has been increased has been through the division of labor. This creates an increasing diversity of economic activities. Subsistence farming gives way to a world of varied occupations. Production units become specialized. Some of these will show geographical concentration so that we can talk about a geographic division of labor. Different occupations often show some correlation with gender, race, nationality and ethnicity, even religion. We have seen, however, that social categories like race and gender cannot be taken for granted. Some claim that in pre-capitalist times, racial distinctions were not made. In the course we talked about the conditions which led people to make those distinctions, and how the colonial powers imposed them on the indigenous peoples they came into contact with. The same caveats apply to other ‘taken for granted’ ideas like democratization. Democratization as we know it had the rise of the labor movement as one of its necessary conditions; the labor movement was central in the creation of democratic institutions through the broadening of the franchise. On the other hand, those institutions do vary between different countries as a result of differing histories; American democratic institutions are not the same as those of France.

The making of the modern world has been both an historical and a geographical process. Without technological change in transportation and communication, there could have been no globalization as we know it; and recall that globalization has been an ongoing process since the fifteenth century. The spread of European peoples around the world, colonialism and empire, the extension of commodity chains, were essential aspects in that creation. But again, the European colonies varied. All relied on indirect rule but only some were the sites of extensive European settlement. This variability was a consequence of differences in climate and ecological circumstance. On the other hand, the spread of European and North American cultural forms around the world has had varied impacts depending on the nature of the national society. Accordingly, while globalization in all its forms, cultural, political and economic, appears to be a necessary process entailed by capitalist development, how it is expressed in particular places depends on local circumstance.”
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